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Early career attitudes and satisfaction during recession 
 
Abstract 
 
Purpose – To examine the role of protean and boundaryless career attitudes in early career 
employees during a time of economic recession in Ireland, specifically regarding their 
relationship to work characteristics, job satisfaction and career satisfaction. 
Design/Methodology/Approach – Using a quantitative design, data were obtained from a 
variety of Irish organizations.  Employees in the trial career stage (aged between 18 and 29) 
responded to questions pertaining to their career attitudes, perceived work context and 
satisfaction. 
Findings – Skill variety was related to higher job satisfaction for those with a strong 
organizational mobility preference, and skill specialization was related to lower job 
satisfaction for those with a weak organizational mobility preference. Autonomy and skill 
specialization were positively related to career satisfaction for those who held a strong self-
directed career attitude. 
Implications - For researchers, this study contributes to our understanding of the boundary 
conditions of the work design-satisfaction relationship, and provides further insights into how 
these findings extend to career satisfaction.  For managers, they demonstrate the importance 
of considering career attitudes when considering the relationship between job design and 
satisfaction during recessionary times.  Finally, from a societal perspective, they contribute to 
our understanding of job and career satisfaction in early career employees during a national 
and international economic crisis. 
 3 
Originality/Value – The research extends past findings on careers attitudes during times of 
recession, and provides insights into psychological and contextual variables that contribute to 
satisfaction during such economic periods. 
 
Keywords: Early career attitudes; Job Satisfaction; Career Satisfaction; Early career stage; 
Work characteristics. 
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Introduction 
With the onset of the global financial crisis in September 2007, employees and 
organisations globally have been affected by the worst economic recession in several years 
(Briscoe, Henegan, Burton and Murphy, 2012).  Ireland, in particular, was severely impacted, 
experiencing a collapse of the construction sector, a fiscal crisis and a severe rise in 
unemployment (Honohan, 2009; Roche, Teague, Coughlan and Fahy, 2011).  This economic 
downturn followed a period of unprecedented economic growth in Ireland (mid-1990s-2008), 
known as the ‘Celtic Tiger’, during which employment was plentiful, emigration was at an 
all-time low, and many employees changed jobs at will.  As such, Ireland offers a vibrant, 
and interesting research context in which to examine the relationships between career 
attitudes, work characteristics and satisfaction.  
The intense change in the labour market resulted in a shift of power from the 
employee to the employer (Osterman, 2010), which provides an interesting economic context 
which challenges past research on ‘modern’ career attitudes, typically conducted during more 
stable economic times (for an exception see Briscoe et al., 2012).  Such attitudes encompass 
two dominant concepts in psychological career research namely, protean and boundaryless 
career attitudes (Arnold and Cohen, 2008).  During stable economic times, as during Ireland’s 
Celtic Tiger, protean and boundaryless career attitudes could easily be translated into 
employment matching ones values and attitudes.  Having grown-up in this climate, younger 
employees are particularly likely to hold such attitudes (e.g. valuing developmental 
opportunities and opportunities to take initiative in their jobs; Cennamo and Gardner, 2008; 
McDonald and Hite, 2008; Segers, Inceoglu, Vloeberghs, Bartram and Henderickx, 2008), 
and engage in associated behaviors, such as changing jobs more frequently than older 
generations (Sparrow, 2000).  However, the youngest employee generation appears to have 
been particularly affected by this economic crisis, with over one quarter of those unemployed 
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during the period of this study under the age of 25 (Central Statistics Office (CSO), 2009).  
These employees (aged 29-31 years; Cohen, 1991; Pogson, Cober, Doverspike and Rogers, 
2003) are moving through the trial career stage, characterized by a need to identify one’s 
interests and capabilities, and to determine how these fit with various occupations (Pogson et 
al., 2003; Super, 1964). 
In Ireland, modern career attitudes seem to be particularly fostered, as national policy 
encourages a “well-educated and highly skilled population” which “contributes optimally to a 
competitive, innovation-driven, knowledge-based … economy” (Forfás, 2009; p. 9).  As an 
individual’s behaviour results from an interaction between dispositions and behaviour 
encouraged or discouraged (Deal, Altman and Rogelberg, 2010), there is a mismatch between 
the restrictions of the economic recession and the national policy of promoting a knowledge-
economy encouraging modern career attitudes. 
The objectives of the present research were to investigate the extent to which modern 
career attitudes of early-career workers were related to satisfaction with both their job and 
career in the presence of varying levels of work characteristics in this economic context.  
Arnold and Cohen (2008) note that the concepts of protean and boundaryless careers have 
been helpful in highlighting some career phenomena, but there is a tendency for them to be 
used too carelessly as an objective and welcome reality.  Furthermore, there have been calls 
in the literature to further explore the work and career attitudes of millennial workers (Ng and 
Burke, 2006), many of whom are in their early career stage.  The present research addressed 
these issues, acknowledging that there is less known about the relationships between modern-
day career attitudes, work motivation and satisfaction during times of recession.  These 
attitudes appear to be particularly pertinent during economic recessions, as a recent study 
(Briscoe et al., 2012) demonstrated that both a boundaryless mindset and self-directed 
protean attitudes were related to job performance during the recent recession in the USA. 
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Modern career attitudes 
A career can be defined as “the unfolding sequence of a person’s work experience over 
time” (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996, p. 6).  When coupled with the traditional definition of an 
attitude as a learned predisposition to respond in a consistently favorable or unfavorable 
manner to a given object (Fishbein and Ajzen, 1975), a ‘career attitude’ can be defined as 
one’s predisposition to respond to the sequence of one’s work experiences in a positive or 
negative manner.  The response valence depends on the specific type of career that one 
expects, and career attitudes influence the meaning (Arnold and Cohen, 2008) or sense-
making (Savickas, 2002) attributed to career progress and satisfaction with this progress. 
The most common modern-career attitudes relate to protean and boundaryless careers 
(Arnold and Cohen, 2008), and although these two career attitudes share similarities, they are 
distinct concepts (Briscoe and Finkelstein, 2009).  The boundaryless metaphor of the career 
describes both physical and psychological dimensions of a career (Arnold and Cohen, 2008), 
and a key element is that such careers are based on the actor’s interpretation, whereby an 
individual may see their career as boundaryless regardless of contextual constraints (Arthur 
and Rousseau, 1996).  In this study, we focused on the physical dimensions of 
boundarylessness, namely, organizational mobility preference (OMP).  This refers to the 
inclination toward physically crossing organizational boundaries in employment mobility, 
demonstrating a preference for a career that plays out across several employers (Briscoe, Hall 
and DeMuth, 2006; Sullivan and Arthur, 2006).  This career attitude may be of particular 
importance in recessionary economic climates. 
The protean career concept focuses specifically on the psychological dimensions of the 
career (Arnold and Cohen, 2008) and on the achievement of “subjective career success 
through self-directed vocational behavior” driven by one’s values (Briscoe, Hall and DeMuth, 
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2006, p. 31).  Thus, a self-directed attitude (SDA) toward career management relates to taking 
an independent role in managing one’s vocational behavior (Briscoe and Hall, 2002). 
Past research has demonstrated that there are some differences in career attitudes across 
career stages (Cron and Slocum, 1986; Hess and Jepsen, 2009).  As a result, in the present 
research we focused on the early career stage, which includes the youngest generation of 
employees (i.e., Millennial generation or Generation Y).  This sample ensured that our results 
were not confounded by generational differences or career stage.  Furthermore, this cohort 
appears to be particularly impacted by the economic recession (CSO, 2009), which is 
recognized at a national level (e.g., www.jobbridge.ie).  However, focusing on this cohort did 
restrict the generalizability of the findings. 
Modern career attitudes and perceived work characteristics 
The changing nature of work, with heightened job insecurity (Crowley-Henry, 2007) 
and “new rules of the game” (Sparrow, 2000, p. 207), suggests that employees are moving 
towards protean and boundaryless careers (Arthur and Rousseau, 1996; Briscoe and Hall, 
2005).  A broad implication of this omnibus context (Johns, 2001, 2006) is that individuals 
seek to take primary responsibility for their careers (Sturges, Conway and Liefooghe, 2008), 
which may relate to their satisfaction levels (Fried, Grant, Levi, Hadani and Slowik, 2007).  
Hence, jobs need to be designed in such a way as to facilitate career self-management. 
Job design is a well-established extrinsic motivator for employees, and Hackman and 
Oldham’s (1976, 1980) Job Characteristics Model (JCM) is long considered to be the gold 
standard of theoretical reasoning in this area.  Although work design factors remain an 
important motivator (Humphrey, Nahrgang and Morgeson, 2007; Morgeson and Humphrey, 
2006), the expectations of today’s workforce, with regard to working conditions, have 
advanced considerably since the original JCM (Parker and Wall, 1998).  Furthermore, the 
experience of job challenge early in one's career can be critical to achieving later career 
 8 
success (Kirchmeyer, 1995).  Morgeson and Humphrey (2006) recently built on the JCM to 
produce an extensive work design model that includes social, task and knowledge 
characteristics.  Drawing on this model of work design and building on previous research (e.g. 
Cennamo and Gardner, 2008; Dries, Pepermans and De Kerpel, 2008; Kirchmeyer, 1995), the 
present study investigated two aspects of perceived work characteristics, including task and 
knowledge characteristics (see Table 1 for definitions). 
The present research focused on the employee’s own perceptions of their work 
characteristics, rather than the objective nature of these characteristics (Judge, Bono and 
Locke, 2000; Parker, Griffin, Sprigg and Wall, 2002).  How one perceives the characteristics 
of one’s job is closely related to objective job characteristics (e.g., Fried and Ferris, 1987), 
but is more likely to be related to how satisfied employees are with their work. 
Modern career attitudes and satisfaction 
There is a well-established relationship between work characteristics and job satisfaction 
(Loher, Noe, Moeller and Fitzgerald, 1985), however less is known about their relationship 
with career satisfaction, yet there is evidence that a relationship exists (Aryee, Chay and 
Chew, 1994).  Hall and Heras (2010) stated that the distinction between job and career is a 
long-standing disconnect and, although job and career satisfaction can be viewed as forms of 
work-related satisfaction, they are distinct.  Job satisfaction refers to an emotional-affective 
response to a job (Spector, 1985; Wilson, Squires, Widger, Cranley and Tourangeau, 2008), 
and a noteworthy outcome of work design research (e.g. Fried and Ferris, 1987; Herzberg, 
1966; Humphrey, Nahrgang and Morgeson, 2007; Locke and Latham, 1990; Loher et al., 
1985).  Job satisfaction pertains to the current levels of satisfaction with one’s job (Spector, 
1986); hence, it is a proximal form of satisfaction. Arnold and Cohen (2008) classify job 
satisfaction as one indicator of subjective career success; although alone, it is not sufficient to 
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capture this concept as it pertains only to the current job, rather than to the cumulative 
sequence of job experiences so far. 
Career satisfaction is a second form of subjective career success (Arnold and Cohen, 
2008) related to one’s perception of movement through time (Savickas, 2002).  Hence, one’s 
perception of career progression is a key element determining satisfaction with one’s career.  
Career satisfaction requires a comparison between one’s current progress and one’s desired 
progress, and a judgment of whether this is satisfactory.  Thus, career satisfaction 
incorporates broader aspects of the job, organization and future-oriented career goals (De Vos 
and Soens, 2008), representing a distal judgment of satisfaction (Hall and Heras, 2010). 
Protean career attitudes correlate with career satisfaction (De Vos and Soens, 2008) and 
career success (Grimland, Vigoda-Gadot and Baruch, 2012); however, recent research 
suggests that OMP may be related to lower job satisfaction and lower career satisfaction 
(Verbruggen, 2011).  We argue that such relationships cannot be considered in isolation; they 
must also consider the characteristics of the job.  If a good fit exists between the work 
characteristics and the career attitude of the employee, both job and career satisfaction should 
be high.  These relationships will be further explored in the next section. 
Hypothesis development 
Past literature on career attitudes, work characteristics and satisfaction, although 
informative, does not answer the question of whether the work characteristics-satisfaction 
relationship will be the same for employees with varying levels of modern career attitudes.  
What is apparent is that individuals who value protean and boundaryless careers are attuned 
to their career development (Briscoe and Finkelstein, 2009; Hall, 1996; Mirvis and Hall, 
1994); hence, it is logical to assume that they will be more satisfied with employment that 
facilitates such career development. 
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Past research has demonstrated that individuals with preferences for organizational 
mobility had low organizational commitment when they experienced few development 
opportunities (Briscoe and Finkelstein, 2009).  Rather than seeking a stable job for life, such 
employees aspire to job experiences that allow them to develop marketable skills of value 
outside their present position (Arnold and Cohen, 2008; Arthur and Rousseau, 1996).  The 
concept of knowledge characteristics recognizes that jobs vary in their learning and skill 
requirements (Grant, Fried and Juillerat, 2010).  Similarly, employees differ in their desire for 
such requirements, and employees with modern career attitudes are likely to value high levels 
of learning and skill requirements, and experience higher satisfaction when their jobs afford 
them the opportunity to develop such skills.  Hence, we hypothesize the following: 
 
Hypothesis 1(a): Organizational mobility preference (OMP) moderates the relationship 
between the knowledge characteristics of (i) skill variety and (ii) skill specialization and 
overall job satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in 
organizational mobility preference than those low in organizational mobility preference. 
 
Hypothesis 1(b): Organizational mobility preference (OMP) moderates the relationship 
between the knowledge characteristics of (i) skill variety and (ii) skill specialization and 
career satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in 
organizational mobility preference than those low in organizational mobility preference. 
 
Briscoe and Finkelstein (2009) suggested that if employees with strong protean and 
boundaryless career attitudes perceive that they have adequate opportunity to develop their 
careers in their current position, they will experience higher levels of organizational 
commitment.   In a similar vein, such employees are likely to be more satisfied with their 
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current jobs, and more satisfied with how their career is progressing in such circumstances.  
Hence, we hypothesise similar relationships for protean attitudes:  
 
Hypothesis 2(a): A self-directed career attitude (SDA) moderates the relationship 
between the knowledge characteristics of (i) skill variety and (ii) skill specialization and 
overall job satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in self-
directed career attitudes than those low in a self-directed career attitude. 
 
Hypothesis 2(b): A self-directed career attitude (SDA) moderates the relationship 
between the knowledge characteristics of (i) skill variety and (ii) skill specialization and 
career satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in self-
directed career attitudes than those low in a self-directed career attitude. 
 
To develop one’s skills it is important that an employee experiences autonomy.  Hence, 
we predict that individuals with strong preferences for mobility and self-directed work will be 
more satisfied when they experience autonomy.  There is less evidence regarding the 
relationship between OMP and task significance, but there is some evidence that personality 
and values are related to task significance.  For instance, in a series of experiments Grant 
(2008) demonstrated that the relation between task significance and job performance was 
larger when conscientiousness was low and prosocial values were strong.  Hence, we propose 
an exploratory hypothesis with regard to task significance and OMP. 
 
Hypothesis 3(a):  Organizational mobility preference (OMP) moderates the relationship 
between the task characteristics of (i) autonomy and (ii) task significance and overall job 
 12 
satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in organizational 
mobility preference than those low in organizational mobility preference. 
 
Hypothesis 3(b): Organizational mobility preference (OMP) moderates the relationship 
between the task characteristics of (i) autonomy and (ii) task significance and career 
satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in organizational 
mobility preference than those low in organizational mobility preference. 
 
Given the emphasis on taking an independent role in managing one’s vocational behavior 
(Briscoe and Hall, 2002), and on autonomy and self-direction (Hall, 2002), employees 
holding a strong SDA should be more satisfied when they perceive themselves to have the 
autonomy to engage in career self-management, relative to those who do not.  Furthermore, 
Mirvis and Hall (1994) emphasized personal identification with meaningful work as a 
characteristic of the protean career; hence, it makes sense that those who have strong attitudes 
towards self-directing their career will be more satisfied with jobs that provide task 
significance, relative to those who do not.  Hence, we hypothesize the following: 
 
Hypothesis 4(a):  A self-directed career attitude (SDA) moderates the relationship 
between the task characteristics of (i) autonomy and (ii) task significance and overall job 
satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in self-directed 
career attitudes than those low in a self-directed career attitude. 
 
Hypothesis 4(b): A self-directed career attitude (SDA) moderates the relationship 
between the task characteristics of (i) autonomy and (ii) task significance and career 
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satisfaction, such that the relationship is stronger for employees high in self-directed 
career attitudes than those low in a self-directed career attitude. 
 
Method 
Sample and Procedure 
Data were collected in the first five months of 2009.  During this time, Ireland was 
experiencing an economic recession; the unemployment rate was 10.2%, compared to 4.9% 
in the same quarter of 2008 (CSO, 2009).  Approximately 27.8% of those unemployed were 
under the age of 25 (CSO, 2009). 
The study was conducted in collaboration with an Irish organizational development 
consultancy firm, who invited their client organizations to take part.  Following this, the link 
to the online survey was sent via e-mail to the HR directors of participating organizations 
with information for potential participants, who distributed the e-mail to all employees 
between the ages of 18 and 29 years, in the trial career stage (Cohen, 1991).  Participation in 
the study was voluntary, and to reduce tendencies to inflate or deflate responses anonymity 
and confidentiality were ensured (Podsakoff, MacKenzie, Lee and Podsakoff, 2003).  The 
data collection procedure was designed to optimize the number of employees in the correct 
age bracket who were invited to participate; hence, it was not possible to estimate the 
response rate. 
In total, 276 individual participants responded to the invitation to participate in this 
study; however, 74 participants entered the online survey site and did not respond to any of 
the questions or responded only to the first few questions before exiting.  Hence, 202 usable 
responses remained.  Effect size estimations suggest that this sample is large enough to 
identify moderate and large associations as statistically significant (Cohen, 1992; Green, 
1991). 
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Respondents’ ages spanned the entire age bracket of the trial career stage (18-29 years, 
M = 25.7, SD = 2.48). They included 38.1% women and 61.9% men.  An analysis of the 
missing values indicated that no more than 2% (4 cases) of the data for any one item were 
missing, and no more than 4.4% (5 items) of the data for any individual were missing. The 
amount of missing data was small; hence, as recommended by Graham (2009) and Newman 
(2009) we used mean imputation. 
Employees from 45 organizations contributed to the study, representing a wide variety 
of industry sectors.  Respondents included 65.2% from non-managerial positions and 34.8% 
from managerial positions.  They reported their job title, which was operationalized using 
O*NET to classify the job according to the level of education required to perform the job (1 = 
unskilled to 7 = requires a PhD).  Respondent’s included 19.8% who were employed in jobs 
that required a high school level of education (Leaving Certificate in Ireland); 18.1% 
requiring some form or training, apprenticeship, or certificate; 53.7% that required a 
bachelor’s degree, and 8.4% in jobs that required a masters degree or a PhD. 
Measures 
Table 2 includes the mean, standard deviation and a Cronbach’s alpha reliability 
estimate for each of the measures used in the present study.  The predictor variables that 
comprised perceived work design were assessed using four subscales of the Work Design 
Questionnaire (WDQ; Morgeson and Humphrey, 2006), including 1) Autonomy (9 items; e.g., 
“The job gives me a chance to use my personal initiative or judgment in carrying out the 
work”); 2) Task Significance (4 items; e.g., “The job itself is very significant and important in 
the broader scheme of things”); 3) Skill Variety (4 items; e.g., “The job requires me to utilize 
a variety of different skills in order to complete the work”); and, 4) Specialization (4 items; 
e.g. “The job is highly specialized in terms of purpose, tasks, or activities”).  Responses were 
set to a five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree to 5 = strongly agree). 
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The hypothesized moderating variables were twofold. First, career attitudes were 
assessed using two of the subscales from the Career Attitudes Measure (Briscoe and Hall, 
2005; Briscoe, Hall and DeMuth, 2006).  The self-directed attitudes scale assessed the extent 
to which an individual possessed a positive attitude towards a protean career (e.g. 
“Ultimately, I depend upon myself to move my career forward”).  The organizational 
mobility preference scale comprised five items (e.g. “If my organization provided lifetime 
employment, I would never desire to seek work in other organizations”).  These items were 
reverse coded in subsequent analyses so that a high score indicated a positive attitude towards 
organizational mobility.  Both scales were rated on a five-point Likert scale (1 = to little or 
no extent to 5 = to a great extent). 
Next, we assessed two dependent variables. First, job satisfaction was assessed using 
the 36-item Job Satisfaction Scale (JSS; Spector, 1994; e.g. “I am satisfied with my chances 
for promotion.”). Second, career satisfaction was assessed using the Career Satisfaction Scale 
(Greenhaus, Parasuraman and Wormley, 1990) via five items (e.g. "I am satisfied with the 
progress I have made toward meeting my overall career goals").  Items from both scales were 
rated along a five-point Likert scale (1 = disagree very much to 5 = agree very much).  
Results 
Preliminary analysis. Prior to testing our hypotheses, the data were inspected for 
potential multicollinearity.  Table 3 includes the correlations between all variables. As 
expected, the predictor variables each correlated positively. Even though some of the 
correlations between predictors were large (i.e., r > .5; Cohen, 1988), the tolerance statistics 
(1/VIF) were in the appropriate range (i.e., none were below 0.2), and the Durban-Watson 
tests were close to 2 (ranging from 1.85 to 2.00), which indicates that the errors of prediction 
were independent of one another (Tabachnick and Fidell, 2007).  Hence, multicollinearity 
was not a concern.  However, due to the substantial correlations between some pairs of 
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variables in the present sample, whenever one variable acted as the predictor, the other 
variable was controlled statistically (i.e., a covariate).  Hence, the results we report cannot be 
explained by recourse to such potentially confounding variables. 
Next, we used Harman’s single-factor test to assess common method variance 
(Podsakoff et al., 2003).  The results indicated that eight factors accounted for 61.90% of the 
total variance, of which the first factor accounted for 28.64%.  As a single factor did not 
occur, and one factor accounted for less than one third of the total variance, the same source 
method of collecting the data was not a substantial risk (Podsakoff et al., 2003). 
We conducted a series of confirmatory factor analyses to establish the distinctiveness 
of the multi-item variables.  First, a 7-factor model (four work characteristics, two career 
attitudes and one dependent variable; either job satisfaction or career satisfaction) was tested. 
It was compared to a 6-factor model (equating the two career attitudes), a 4-factor model 
(equating the four work characteristics) and finally, to a one-factor model.  According to 
Browne and Cudeck (1993), RMSEA < .05 represents “close fit;” RMSEA between .05 
and .08 represents “reasonably close fit;” and RMSEA > .10 represents “an unacceptable 
model.” The results indicate that the 7-factor model fit the data better than the alternative 
models. Table 4 includes the fit indices for each model with job and career satisfaction. 
Analysis strategy. To test the primary hypotheses, we employed the “Process” macro 
for IBM SPSS, to examine an interaction between two metric variables.  The Process macro 
enables SPSS syntax commands, including tests of moderation (i.e., Model 1; Hayes, 2012; 
Hayes, Glynn, and Huge, 2012).  For each hypothesis, we examined the basic relations 
between a predictor and an outcome along the continuum of each hypothesized moderator.  
Due to the correlations between each pair of predictor variables and between each pair of 
outcome variables, and the expected correlations between such variables and the respondents’ 
age, gender, and job education level, these were included in each model as covariates.  
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Next, we examined if organizational mobility preference or self-directed attitude 
interacted with their respective predictor variables. For each significant interaction we 
tabulated the basic relation under question per quintile level of the moderator (i.e., 10
th
 = 
‘very low’, 25th = ‘low’ 50th = ‘moderate’, 75th = ‘high’, and 90th = ‘very high’). For example, 
relative to individuals with a very low mobility preference, how much mobility preference 
does it take for skill variety to predict job satisfaction?   
Additionally, in the Results below we report output from the Johnson-Neyman 
technique for each model with a significant interaction (Process subcommand, “JN = 1”).  
This technique elucidates exactly where along a moderator’s continuum that a linear relation 
was smaller and larger, or, did not occur and did occur.  The Johnson-Neyman results 
illustrate precise regions of non-/significance:  other approaches to moderation do not do this. 
For instance, the simple slopes approach requires that the researcher select one or more cut-
points, an arbitrary process of specifying low, medium and high regions of a moderator’s 
continuum. The Johnson-Neyman approach eliminates this arbitrary process (Preacher, 
Curran and Bauer, 2006). For each metric moderating variable, we report the regions of 
significance in each scale’s original units (i.e., the sum of their ratings on the OMP items and 
the sum of their ratings on the SDA items).  
Primary analysis. Table 5 includes the model statistics, effect size, and regression 
estimates for the hypothesized interaction term in each model, after controlling for the main 
effects of the variables described above.  Table 6 includes the regression coefficients at each 
quintile level of the moderating variable for only those models with a significant interaction. 
Below we describe the supported hypotheses with details from the Johnson-Neyman test that 
are not included in the tables. 
In the context of job satisfaction, organizational mobility preference (OMP) interacted 
statistically with both knowledge characteristics: skill variety and skill specialization. Thus, 
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the data support Hypothesis 1(a). Table 6 illustrates that the positive relation between skill 
variety and job satisfaction occurred only for those individuals who rated very high on OMP 
(i.e., in the 90
th
 percentile).  In the present sample, the 90
th
 percentile included the individuals 
who rated their OMP items a sum of 22 and higher (n = 28), ts from 2.27 to 2.73, ps from .05 
to .007, respectively. Skill variety predicted job satisfaction only for the individuals who 
expressed a strong preference for organizational mobility; support for Hypothesis 1(a.i). 
Next, a relation between skill specialization and job satisfaction occurred only for 
those individuals who rated very low on OMP (i.e., in the 10
th
 percentile).  Those who rated 
their OMP items a sum of 12 and below (n = 32) evidenced a negative relation between skill 
specialization and job satisfaction, ts from -2.84 to -2.17, ps from .005 to .05, respectively. 
The data support Hypothesis 1(a.ii). 
OMP interacted with neither autonomy nor task significance; thus, the data did not 
support Hypothesis 3(a).  Also, in the context of career satisfaction, OMP did not interact 
statistically with work characteristics.  In sum, in the present sample Hypotheses 1(b) and 
3(b) were unsupported. 
Next, in the context of job satisfaction, SDA did not interact with work 
characteristics; thus the data did not support Hypotheses 2(a) and 4(a).  However, in the 
context of career satisfaction, SDA interacted statistically with skill specialization and with 
autonomy.  Thus, the data supported Hypotheses 2(b.ii) and 4(b.i), respectively. 
For instance, the positive relation between skill specialization and career satisfaction 
occurred only for those who rated their self-directed attitude in the 90
th
 percentile. In the 
present sample, a very high SDA included summed ratings of 30.6 and above (n = 31), ts 
from 2.11 to 2.41, ps from .04 to .01, respectively. 
Finally, the positive relation between autonomy and career satisfaction occurred at 
every level of SDA except for those in the 10
th
 percentile. In this sample, autonomy was 
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unrelated to career satisfaction for the individuals whose total SDA rating was 22 and lower. 
Table 6, Hypothesis 4(b.i) illustrates that this positive relation occurred for those who rated 
from low to very high on SDA, ts from 1.97 to 3.48, ps from .05 to .001, respectively. 
Discussion 
Although there is long standing research demonstrating that work characteristics are 
related to job satisfaction (Hackman and Oldham, 1976), we provided a modern perspective 
on such research, demonstrating that career attitudes also need to be considered.  We 
advanced research on contextual issues in the work characteristics-satisfaction relationship, 
and addressed the call by Grant (2008) for research on the role of individual values in work 
characteristics research.  Our research demonstrates that protean and boundaryless career 
attitudes are an important construct to consider for employees during times of recession.  This 
adds to the literature on careers and job design research (Fried et al., 2007; Hall and Heras, 
2010; Johns, 2010), and has important implications for society (discussed below). 
Furthermore, we extended such research beyond job satisfaction, to examine career 
satisfaction during a recession.  Briscoe and Finkelstein (2009) stated that “additional 
empirical data on the new career, including protean and boundaryless perspectives, is needed 
to help sort out fact from fiction” (p. 243).  Our research contributed to this objective, and 
extended past research by examining both proximal (job) and distal (career) forms of 
satisfaction. 
More specifically, the findings demonstrated that OMP interacted with knowledge 
characteristics in relating to job satisfaction, independently of relevant work and individual 
characteristics.  A strong preference for organizational mobility suggests that early-career 
employees are willing to move organizations to develop their career (Briscoe, Hall and 
DeMuth, 2006).  This may stem from the increasing need for employees to be flexible and 
change jobs and/or organisations as market conditions fluctuate (Hall and Heras, 2010).  For 
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such employees, having the opportunity to develop a variety of transferable skills that are 
valuable in various jobs and organizations are of particular importance.  This is consistent 
with Hall and Heras (2010), who advocate the concept of “smart jobs”, characterised by the 
“creation of metacompetencies ... that will help the employee stay employable” (p. 458). 
In contrast, for those with a weak preference for organisational mobility, having a job 
that requires specialized skills was negatively related to job satisfaction.  This is an 
interesting finding suggesting that employees who do not have a strong desire to change jobs 
or organisations may perceive the need to develop their specialized knowledge and skills as a 
negative aspect of their job.  Hence, these findings add to the work characteristics-job 
satisfaction relationship; that this relationship can be negative for some employees. 
SDA interacted with autonomy and skill specialization in relating to career 
satisfaction.  Hall (2002) describes self-directed career attitudes as metacompetencies that 
contribute to career success.  The findings appear to suggest that employees who value career 
self-management may perceive themselves better able to craft their jobs when they have 
autonomy, and feel more satisfied with their careers.  This is consistent with research on job 
crafting, work design, and career satisfaction (Kim, Knight and Crutsinger, 2009; Quigley 
and Tymon, 2006), and with research on modern career attitudes.  For example, Briscoe et al. 
(2012) suggested that self-directed protean attitudes are internally focused, emphasizing self-
exploration (Briscoe et al., 2012). Individuals with a positive attitude towards self-directing 
their career may be concerned with crafting their job to benefit their future career goals, 
rather than with their current work characteristics.  This provides an interesting avenue for 
future research to pursue. 
Limitations and directions for future research 
This study shares similar limitations as others that employ cross-sectional designs.  
Obviously, no causality is implied by these data.  However, the fact that we found varying 
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patterns of moderated relations among the key variables should quell concerns about a 
common method bias.  Nonetheless, longitudinal research which maps the relationship 
between work design and career-related attitudes across one’s career offer a fruitful avenue 
for future research (Hall and Heras, 2010). 
Next, there is always the potential that other constructs may explain these 
relationships.  Supplementary analyses examined the relationships between social work 
characteristics (supervisor support and general social support).  We hypothesized no 
interaction between career attitudes and social work characteristics, as we expected that these 
variables would be related to satisfaction for all employees.  In fact, no such interactions 
occurred in our data.  However, future research might consider other outcome variables, 
particularly regarding additional indicators of career success. 
It has been noted that there is a lack of studies on career attitudes in a European 
context (Gasteiger, Kaschube and Briscoe, 2008).  The present research addressed this gap 
with an Irish sample. Future research should replicate and extend our results in other 
countries and cultures, as suggested by Erez (2010). 
With regard to the choice of variables, the focus on career attitudes rather than career 
behaviour limits the scope of the results (Briscoe, Hall and DeMuth, 2006).  However, in line 
with recent calls (e.g. Johns, 2006, 2010; Shapiro, Von Glinow and Xiao, 2007), the findings 
suggest that further research is needed to elucidate the interactions between contextual and 
individual characteristics that predict work-related outcomes. 
Implications for Managers 
De Hauw and De Vos (2010) demonstrated that even during times of recession, the 
expectations of the Millenial generation regarding job content, training, career development 
and financial rewards remain high.  Coupled with the findings of the present research, it 
appears imperative that management consider fit between work characteristics and the career 
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attitudes of their early-career workers.  In particular, our findings suggest that management 
should recognize the preferences of early career employees during recruitment, training, 
career coaching, performance reviews and goal-setting.  In recognizing the changing nature 
of career paths and understanding the characteristics of those in the early stage of career 
development, management may increase retention through career stage transitions, thus 
allowing organizations to gain the full benefit of increasing experience in their early-career 
employees.  More specifically, the work characteristics of autonomy, task significance, skill 
variety and specialization should be discussed with early-career employees during the 
selection and performance appraisal processes to examine the extent to which challenging 
work is both required and available. 
Implications for Society 
The trial career stage is a key stage in the career development of employees that paves 
the way for future advancement on the career ladder.  However, the current economic 
recession in Ireland has severely stunted the employment opportunities for all workers, but 
younger workers in the early career stage have been particularly negatively impacted, a 
situation which is evident elsewhere also (Deal, Altman and Rogelberg, 2010).  Such 
employees are competing for a very limited number of jobs against those in later career 
stages, who hold the advantage in terms of experience and knowledge.  It is likely that this 
situation will continue to exacerbate in the future as Irish citizens continue to enhance their 
educational levels, in line with national policy (e.g. National Educational Strategy for Higher 
Education; Forfás, 2009).  In addition, the Irish working population tends to be quite highly 
educated; in 2011, almost four Irish adults in ten possessed a third level qualification; an 
increase from three in ten in 2005 (CSO, 2009).  However, these increases are largely due to 
the educational levels of younger citizens.  In 2011, one in seven (15%) of Irish adults aged 
24 were classified as students (CSO, 2011). 
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Hence, there is a substantial challenge on the Irish government to provide suitable 
‘smart’ jobs for the up-and-coming generation of workers, who have been encouraged to 
develop modern career attitudes and aspirations associated with the ‘knowledge workers’ that 
national policy desires.  The disadvantage of younger workers has been recognized by the 
Irish government, who have implemented a national internship programme (the JobBridge 
initiative; www.jobbridge.ie) aimed at helping new entrants to the workforce to bridge the 
gap between study and working life.  However, this programme is restricted to those who are 
currently unemployed, despite the sizeable numbers of early career employees employed in 
temporary and part-time employment which does not align with their educational levels, nor 
their career expectations or attitudes.  This mismatch, where highly educated graduates are 
employed in jobs with low skills and knowledge requirements, presents a challenge for Irish 
society to address. 
Conclusion 
This study contributes to emerging research on contemporary career attitudes, and also 
enhances the contextual model of work design, thus enriching the findings from previous 
research (Johns, 2010; Hall and Heras, 2010).  The findings allow for meaningful and 
practical recommendations to be made in terms of recruitment, retention, training, and career 
coaching for early career employees.  Furthermore, they highlight the implications for a 
‘knowledge economy’ society which encourages high career expectations in its early career 
workers, but cannot meet these expectations in the current economic recession. 
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Definitions of Work Characteristics (Hackman and Oldham, 1980; Morgeson and 
Humphreys, 2006) 
Work Characteristic Definition 
Task Characteristics 
How the work itself is accomplished, including the 
range and nature of job tasks. 
Autonomy 
Freedom in work scheduling, decision making, and 
work methods. 
Task Significance 
The degree to which an individual’s job influences the 
lives or work of others). 
Knowledge Characteristics 
The kinds of knowledge, skills and ability demands that 
are placed on an individual as a function of what is 
done on the job. 
Skill Variety 
The extent to which a job requires an individual to use a 
variety of different skills to complete the work. 
Skill Specialization 
Performing specialized tasks or possessing specialized 
knowledge and skill. 
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Table 2 
Means, Standard Deviations and Cronbach’s Alpha Reliability Estimates 
Variable Mean SD Cronbach’s α 
Education level 4.52 0.93 -- 
Self Directed Career Attitude (SDA) 26.56  3.86 .72 
Organizational Mobility Preference (OMP) 16.76  4.24 .80 
Autonomy (A) 32.91  6.55 .92 
Task Significance (TS) 14.34  3.51 .86 
Skill Variety (SV) 16.00  2.55 .84 
Skill Specialization (SS) 15.08  3.04 .85 
Job Satisfaction (JS) 145.89  22.44 .83 
Career Satisfaction (CS) 20.55  5.48 .92 
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Table 3 
Correlations between Variables 
Variable 1. 2. 3. 4. 5. 6. 7. 8. 9. 10. 
1. Age --          
2. Gender -.13 --         
3. Education level .36
**
 -.06 --        
4. SDA -.01 .11 -.01 --       
5. OMP .03 -.10 .17* -.11 --      
6. A .06 .02 .04 .30
**
 -.35
**
 --     
7. TS .08 .06 .09 .18
**
 -.35
**
 .44
**
 --    
8. SV .12 .06 .09 .31
**
 -.38
**
 .59
**
 .55
**
 --   
9. SS .14
*
 .02 .17 .29
**
 -.30
**
 .47
**
 .53
**
 .79
**
 --  
10. JS -.09 .11 .10 .19
**
 -.33
**
 .55
**
 .34
**
 .36
**
 .27
**
 -- 
11. CS .13 .03 .14
*
 .27
**
 -.22
**
 .49
**
 .32
**
 .40
**
 .37
**
 .57
**
 
Notes. SV = Skill variety. SS = Skill Specialization. JS = Job Satisfaction. CS = Career 
Satisfaction. OMP = Organizational Mobility Preference. SDA = Self-Directed Attitude.  A = 
Autonomy.  TS = Task Significance. *p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. 
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Table 4 
Fit Indices for Job and Career Satisfaction from the Confirmatory Factor Analyses  
Dependent Measure Number of factors χ2 df NNFI CFI RMSEA 
Job Satisfaction 
7 937.33 539 0.95 0.95 0.06 
6
a
 1283.54 545 0.92 0.93 0.08 
4
b
 1585.64 554 0.90 0.90 0.10 
1 2929.55 560 0.82 0.83 0.15 
Career Satisfaction 
7 668.67 413 0.96 0.97 0.06 
6
a
 996.82 419 0.94 0.94 0.08 
4
b
 1259.75 428 0.91 0.92 0.10 
1 2755.34 434 0.79 0.81 0.16 
Notes. 
a
 Equates the two modern career attitudes (self-directed and organizational mobility 
preference). 
b
Equates the work characteristics. 
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Table 5 
 
Study Variables, Model Statistics, Effect Size, and Coefficients for Each Interaction Term, 
Controlling for Age, Gender and Education Level 
 
Hypothesis Predictor Outcome Moderator 
Model 
F(df) 
Model 
R
2
 
B (S.E.) t 
1(a.i) SV JS OMP 16.43(8, 168)* .43 .31 (.13) 2.51* 
1(a.ii) SS JS OMP 16.73(8, 168)* .44 .28 (.10) 2.77* 
1(b.i) SV CS OMP 14.97 (8, 168)* .41 -.05 (.03) -1.60 
1(b.ii) SS CS OMP 14.59 (8, 168)* .41 -.02 (.02) -0.85 
2(a.i) SV JS SDA 13.51(8, 168)* .39 -.17 (.13) -1.32 
2(a.ii) SS JS SDA 13.31(8, 168)* .38 -.09 (.11) -0.86 
2(b.i) SV CS SDA 15.44(8, 168)* .42 .04 (.03) 1.35 
2(b.ii) SS CS SDA 16.01(8, 168)* .43 .05 (.02) 2.11* 
3(a.i) A JS OMP 20.45(8, 168)* .49 .06 (.05) 1.41 
3(a.ii) TS JS OMP 20.68(8,168)* .49 .14 (.08) 1.71 
3(b.i) A CS OMP 14.50(8, 168)* .41 -.00 (.01) -0.22 
3(b.ii) TS CS OMP 14.49(8, 168)* .40 -.00 (.02) -0.14 
4(a.i) A JS SDA 19.03(8, 168)* .48 -.01 (.05) -0.31 
4(a.ii) TS JS SDA 19.12(8, 168)* .48 -.06 (.08) -0.68 
4(b.i) A CS SDA 16.17(8, 168)* .43 .03 (.01) 2.14* 
4(b.ii) TS CS SDA 15.71(8, 168)* .42 .04 (.02) 1.57 
Notes. SV = Skill variety. SS = Skill Specialization. JS = Job Satisfaction. CS = Career 
Satisfaction. OMP = Organizational Mobility Preference. SDA = Self-Directed Attitude.  A = 
Autonomy.  TS = Task Significance.  *p < .05.  
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Table 6 
Regression Coefficients per Quintile of Each Moderator for Supported Hypotheses, 
Controlling for Age, Gender and Education Level 
 
 
Hypothesis Moderator percentile level B (S.E.) t 
1(a.i) 10
th
 -1.26 (1.39) -0.91 
 25
th
 -0.32 (1.13) -0.29 
 50
th
  0.61 (.96) 0.64 
 75
th
  1.55 (.90) 1.71 
 90
th
  2.17 (.96) 2.27* 
1(a.ii) 10
th
 -2.09 (.88) -2.36* 
 25
th
 -1.23 (.75) -1.64 
 50
th
  -0.38 (.73) -0.51 
 75
th
  0.47 (.83) 0.57 
 90
th
  1.04 (.95) 1.09 
2(b.ii) 10
th
 -0.06 (.22) -0.28 
 25
th
 0.09 (.18) 0.49 
 50
th
  0.25 (.18) 1.39 
 75
th
  0.35 (.19) 1.86 
 90
th
  0.45 (.20) 2.16* 
4(b.i) 10
th
 0.09 (.08) 0.99 
 25
th
 0.16 (.07) 2.36* 
 50
th
  0.24 (.07) 3.58** 
 75
th
  0.30 (.08) 3.84** 
 90
th
  0.35 (.09) 3.79** 
*p < .05. **p < .005. 
